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BIOGRAPHY

Dr. Petr (Pedro, Peter, Wygo) W. Wygodzinsky died in Middletown, New York,

on January 27, 1987 of complications from Parkinson’s disease.

He was born in Bonn, Germany, on October 5, 1916 and educated at the University

of Basle, Switzerland, where he received his doctorate in 1941 under the direction

of Eduard Handschin. After a short time in Portugal, he emigrated to Brazil as a

bicycle mechanic in 1941. However, through a woman he met aboard ship on the

way to Brazil he was able to make contacts that allowed him to begin work as a

taxonomist for the National Malarial Service within a short time of his arrival and

later for the Ministry of Agriculture in Rio de Janeiro. During his stay in Brazil he

became close friends with Herman Lent and Hugo de Souza Lopes.

In 1948 Wygodzinsky moved to Tucuman, Argentina, where he was employed as

a specialist on the taxonomy of the Simuliidae at the Institute of Regional [Tropical]

Medicine of the National University of Tucuman and where he was also Professor

of Entomology and Genetics in the Faculty of Natural Sciences. He took this job in

response to an advertisement for a simuliid specialist; although never having worked

on the group, he assumed since he had mastered several other groups, black flies

should present no particular problem. He moved to the Institute Miguel Lillo, also

in Tucuman, in 1954, where he pursued his taxonomic interests. From 1959 to 1962

Wygodzinsky served as Professor ofEntomology at the National University in Buenos

Aires, Argentina.

Wygodzinsky was a widely known and highly respected biologist in Argentina and

Brazil. His legacy there includes disciples in entomology (Diptera, Heteroptera, and

Coleoptera), botany, and genetics. In 1976 he was elected a Corresponding Member
of the Brazilian Academy of Sciences. A year later, the University of La Plata rec-

ognized his contributions by conferring on him the title of Doctor Honoris Causa,

an honor which was presented on the centenary of the Museum.
During his employment in Argentina he received two Guggenheim Fellowships

(1955, 1 960) to study at the University of California at Berkeley, with his close friend

Robert L. Usinger. While at Berkeley he became acquainted with Jerome Rozen,

then a graduate student at the University of California, who was much impressed

with Wygodzinsky’s entomological talents. After Rozen became chairman of the

Department of Entomology at the American Museum, he offered a position to Peter,

who accepted and moved to New York in 1962. Many times Wygodzinsky reflected

on his indebtedness to Rozen for having made that opportunity possible. It was at

the American Museum that he was able to pursue work on the large manuscripts

that became one of his trademarks.

At the American Museum of Natural History, Peter was put in charge of the

collections of Diptera and Heteroptera. The Museum had a large fly collection; he

added mostly Simuliidae and Agromyzidae. The bug collection was modest, and

dominated by members of the large and showy families. Wygodzinsky, bringing with

him from South America a substantial collection ofReduviidae which was purchased
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Fig. 1. Wygodzinsky (center) in the field; probably near Tali del Valle, Argentina in the

early 1950’s. Two other men unidentified.

by the Museum, instituted a new period of growth in the bug collection. Through
his efforts the Fleteroptera collection of the Museum of Comparative Zoology was

transferred to the American Museum as was a large collection of Dipsocoromorpha

assembled by Michael Emsley. Wygodzinsky took particular pleasure in acquiring

specimens of cryptic and ground dwelling Heteroptera and did much to build up

those groups in the collections.

Peter was an exceptional and avid collector, securing specimens not only for his

own work, but also for that of many others. He was acutely observant and extremely

knowledgeable about where to catch insects. As a result, numerous species in many
families and orders have been named for him from collections he made. He shunned

mass collecting techniques because he wanted to see alive the creatures he was finding.

He took much pride in discovering rarely found species.

In 1964 Peter married a young artist. Bona, then working at the Museum as a

secretary in the Department of Entomology. She accompanied him on four collecting

trips to Mexico and the Andean region of South America, where over a total of six

months they collected and reared many species of black flies.

He had many successful field trips and preferred to work in higher latitudes and

altitudes. He expressed his disinterest in the genus Simulium by noting that most
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species, at least in South America, lived in the tropical lowlands. He collected in

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Mexico, the Caribbean

and North America. Peter recounted with a certain chagrin a black-fly-collecting trip

to Peru and Chile in 1972. He and Sixto Coscaron arrived in Chile just before the

military coup which overthrew Salvador Allende, and spent a good part of the time

in their hotel watching the army take over the government and the country. One
brief excursion to the countryside did yield a few important black flies. The next

stop was Peru, in Cuzco Department and Machu Picchu. Unfortunately, there had

been no rains and the local stream habitats had no water in them. Although he

travelled widely in the New World he never returned to Europe and had no desire

to do so. Though he valued the freedom ofscientific enquiry that the Museum position

allowed, he remained an Argentine citizen.

Wygodzinsky was the first scientist at the American Museum (and one of the first

in North America) to introduce, employ, and argue for the efficacy of Hennig’s

methods of phylogenetics systematics. He believed this approach was the only one

relevant for investigations in systematic biology and argued his point of view vig-

orously upon his arrival in New York in 1962. To him, those who could not see the

importance of these ideas and employ them were simply “fuzzy thinkers.”

Wygodzinsky thought it essential to make one’s own illustrations in order to begin

to understand the structure of the insect. Although he published about 2 1 ,000 illus-

trations, he often said he wanted to publish a monograph consisting entirely of

illustrations. He was of the view that publishing productivity should be measured

by a formula that included not only numbers of titles and pages, but also—and

importantly— the number of illustrations made by the author.

He believed that compound microscopes and slide mounted specimens were es-

sential to seeing and understanding the anatomy of insects. He routinely prepared

illustrations while making microscopic observations, and thus began to amass basic

manuscript materials. Many projects found their beginnings in the form of a few

drawings of what he thought was an interesting specimen or structure. He believed

in the adage that one picture is worth a thousand words, and had little patience with

those who disparaged the value of illustrations.

Having gone to school in Europe and lived in South America, Wygodzinsky was
fluent in German, English, Spanish, Portuguese and French. It was dazzling to watch

him switch from one language to another when in the company of several people

whose native languages were different. His use of English was remarkably versatile

for an non-native speaker. He at times enjoyed mixing Portuguese and Spanish

expressions with English for improved meaning or to convey a certain type ofhumor.

Peter prepared a translation of Willi Hennig’s paper “The Diptera fauna of New
Zealand as a problem in systematics and zoogeography” (Wygodzinsky, 1966)— on
his honeymoon!
Wygodzinsky had little taste for administrative duties, and on the one occasion at

the American Museum when he served as the acting department chairman for a year

and a half he found the task onerous and disheartening. Even the workday activities

of the Museum seemed to be distracting at times, but what he might not have

accomplished during the week he always more than made up for on the weekends.

Although it was never particularly obvious from the outside, he was influential in

the affairs of the American Museum and particularly the Department ofEntomology.



230 JOURNAL OF THE NEW YORK ENTOMOLOGICAL SOCIETY Vol. 96(2)

Wygodzinsky’s name was an anomaly to many, requiring such attention to spell

that it was seldom spelled incorrectly. Peter knew he was the last ofthe Wygodzinskys,

and a check by him of European phone books failed to turn up any listings of the

name. His given name, on the other hand, changed from Petr to Pedro when he

moved to South America and in North America some colleagues used “Peter.” Most
people ended up calling him Wygo or Pedro, but he responded gracefully to all.

Fig. 2. Wygodzinsky at his microscope at the American Museum, about 1968.
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Peter never drove an automobile, but in Argentina adopted the motorcycle as his

preferred conveyance. Robert Usinger, in his autobiography (Usinger, 1972), com-
mented that on a visit to Tucuman he would ride back and forth from his hotel to

the Instituto Lillo on the back of Wygodzinsky’s motorcycle. He used it to go on

many field excursions in search of insects. Years later while walking the streets of

New York he cast appreciative glances at motorcycles.

One of Peter’s foremost loves was cats. He kept pictures, photographs, articles,

books, and cartoons about them, and had two cats while in New York. He especially

liked long-haired varieties. He often expressed the view that were he to have another

life he would want to live it as a cat.

In the late 1970’s Wygodzinsky realized that he had Parkinson’s disease and began

to put his affairs in order. He curated a large collection of Neotropical Agromyzidae

and associated leafmines that he assembled while in South America; this was a group

that interested him much, but on which he never published. He also enlisted the

talents of his Scientific Assistant, Kathleen Schmidt, to help finish a monograph of

the genera of Western Hemisphere Enicocephalidae. This project was originally con-

ceived as a joint effort with R. L. Usinger—Wygodzinsky to do the morphology and

higher group work, Usinger to do the species treatments. Usinger’s untimely death

in 1968 terminated that plan, but Wygodzinsky never lost interest.

As a child Peter was interested in Lepidoptera, but they consumed so much storage

space that he switched his attention to other groups, particularly the Heteroptera.

His dissertation was a detailed morphological and life history study of the Diplura,

Thysanura, and Microcoryphia of Switzerland (Wygodzinsky, 1941). He became
acquainted with Herman Lent shortly after moving to Brazil and began to study the

Reduviidae, often in collaboration with Lent. He also studied during this time the

family Schizopteridae, producing the first detailed work on the morphology of the

group.

Much of his time at Berkeley on Guggenheim Fellowships was devoted to a mono-
graph ofthe assassin bug subfamily Emesinae, which, when finished in 1966, was one

of the largest papers ever published by the American Museum and included more
than 3,600 figures. His final major paper on the Reduviidae was a revision of the

Triatominae co-authored with Herman Lent and published by the American Museum
of Natural History (1979). He continued studying the black fly fauna of the Andean
region, mostly in cooperation with Sixto Coscardn of La Plata, Argentina, which

work was supported in part with research funds from the National Science Foun-

dation. Of the several important papers published on the group, probably the most
significant will be the forthcoming “Revision of Gigantodax," co-authored with Sixto

Coscardn, with its discussion of the classification of the genus based on descriptions

of larvae, pupae, and adults of 64 species, 36 of them new.

During his career, Wygodzinsky published in excess of 250 scientific papers (see

Bibliography). His work will stand not only for it prodigious and detailed nature,

but also for its breadth of coverage, something accomplished by few systematists in

this day and age.

Though a private individual, Peter was a warm and gentle person who was much
concerned about and interested in the problems, affairs, and triumphs of his friends

and colleagues. Each morning, without fail, he visited every member of the Depart-

ment to chat for a while. He was loved by all and it was with much pain and sadness
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that we watched his gradual deterioration and debilitation brought on by Parkinson’s

disease. Even years later we still remember, think, and talk about Wygo; he was an
affecting man.—Randall T. Schuh and Lee H. Herman, Department ofEntomology,
American Museum ofNatural History, New York, New York 10024.
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